This article explores an enduring Soviet myth, the myth of Valaam. According to this widely believed story in 1946 or 1947 vagrant disabled veterans were forcibly cleared from the streets of Soviet cities and deported to Valaam, an isolated archipelago of fifty islands, approximately 250 kilometres north of Leningrad. These myths continue to be repeated by both historians and the general public, but little evidence has been provide to support them. This article provides original archival evidence about the myth's two main components: the clearance of disabled veterans from the streets and their subsequent exile to Valaam. For the first time it demonstrates the existence of an invalid's home on Valaam, but which challenges the "facts" of the myth. Attempts were made to clear the disabled vagrants from Leningrad's streets, but these did not occur in 1946 or 1947, and were neither successful nor systematic. Although a residential institution for the elderly and disabled was established on Valaam, which had its own unedifying history, it was not a dumping ground for thousands of disabled veterans cleared from urban areas. The Valaam myth is a classic example of a "false myth"; a story with only a flimsy basis in reality, but which reveals wider truths about the circumstances in which the myth was generated, and the mentalities of the individuals and society which accepted it. Having established the reality behind the myth, this article uses the Valaam myth as a lens for examining the plight of Leningrad's war disabled and the mentalities of those who believed and transmitted the myth. The article argues that these stories thrived because they were plausible, and it offers a number of explanations why Soviet citizens, and Leningraders in particular, believed this myth. Imperial and Soviet Russia had a long history of forced clearance of "socially marginal elements" and precedents of exiling them to isolated islands. Most importantly,
Leningraders believed in the existence of a mythical dumping ground for disabled veterans because it accorded with their knowledge of the state's coercive practices and their experiences of the treatment of disabled veterans.
This article attempts to use one of the most enduring Soviet urban myths, the Valaam myth, to re-examine the fate of Leningrad's most vulnerable and severely disabled Great Patriotic War veterans. According to this widespread story sometime in the late 1940s or early 1950s Stalin ordered that Soviet cities were cleared of the many impoverished disabled ex-servicemen begging on street corners, at railways stations, markets and other public spaces. These unfortunates were exiled to special institutions in remote parts of the country. The most infamous of these was Valaam, an archipelago of fifty islands approximately 250 kilometres north from Leningrad and twenty kilometres from the northern shore of Lake Ladoga, Europe's largest lake. In recent years historians have made great progress in documenting the extraordinary hardships faced by disabled veterans after 1945. Elena Zubkova, Elena Seniavskaia, Beate Fieseler and Mark Edele have done much to deepen our understanding of the challenges faced by war invalids in reintegrating into post-war society. They have explored the processes by which many disabled ex-servicemen and women were excluded from workplaces, pushed aside by welfare bureaucracies, failed by medical institutions and marginalised by wider society. 4 
Mark Edele and
Beate Fieseler, in particular, have drawn attention to the Valaam story, and laid important foundations upon which this re-examination of these rumours builds. 5 The origins of the Valaam myth are impossible to establish with certainty. The memoirs of foreign observers hint that rumours of the establishment of isolated institutions for the mutilated or the clearance of the disabled from the streets may have been in circulation in the late 1940s and early 1950s. 6 There is, however, a strong possibility that these sources, like oral testimony, were influenced by the development of a shared collective memory in subsequent decades. 7 The Gulag
Archipelago contains a short passage suggesting that the ranks of disabled veterans, who had gathered around markets, tearooms and suburban trains were 'swiftly and discreetly thinned' after the war. Solzhenitsyn relates the rumour of a campaign to exile mutilated veterans to an unknown northern island, and deny them contact with the outside world. 8 By the mid-to-late 1960s, when The Gulag Archipelago was written, these rumours were clearly in circulation, although the connection with Valaam was not fixed in the popular consciousness. The Gulag Archipelago's publication in the West in the 1970s, and within the Soviet Union in samizdat, helped further disseminate these rumours.
Most academic retellings of the Valaam myth, however, can be traced back to Yuri Nagibin's novella Patience (Terpenie), published in Novyi Mir in 1982, or Vera Dunham's summary of its plot in a chapter examining images of the disabled in Soviet literature. 9 In the absence of alternative information Patience has often be used as source of evidence about Valaam. 10 The story is set on Bogoyar, a fictional equivalent of Valaam, which in Dunham's words, "served as a terminal shelter 4 for those who were maimed by war and who either had not wanted to return to their homes, or who were refused acceptance there." The difficulties of reintegrating retired, demobilized or disabled veterans into civilian society during and after the Great Patriotic War were not unique. Imperial Russia was also confronted with vagrancy, including amongst veterans, and developed a range of coercive solutions, which the Bolsheviks inherited. 42 Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries disabled individuals frequently found themselves excluded from their communities and deported to Siberia. 43 The First
World War, the Revolutions of 1917, Russian Civil War and famine unleashed unprecedented levels of social and economic dislocation, intensifying pre-existing levels of vagrancy. 44 By 1922 nearly seven million orphaned and abandoned children (besprizornye deti) had been created by war, revolution and famine. 45 Although "socially marginals" inundated cities, they were frequently treated as inherited anomalies, which would gradually disappear and therefore required no special action. However, from the late 1920s, as collectivization and forced industrialization brought new waves of beggars, tramps and orphans to cities, new coercive measures were developed. 46 Clearing socially marginal individuals and groups from urban public spaces became an integral part of the Stalinist project to cleanse, beautify and modernize society. Until the early 1950s it was a common experience to encounter disabled veterans as well as other vagrants begging at stations, on public transport, at market places, and other public spaces. 55 Vagrancy, petty criminality and the semi-legal shadow economy all thrived in liminal spaces, through which people were continually passing. 56 Zima estimates that in the mid 1950s the number of beggars within the Soviet Union oscillated between 500,000 and a million people. 57 Although municipal authorities were never comfortable with the presence of so many vagrants in their cities, in the immediate wake of war the impulse towards mass deportations were largely restrained. Persistent beggars appear to have been dealt with by enforcing the passport regime and the efforts of the social-security system rather than the mass NKVD operations of the 1930s. Leningrad's war-disabled were heavily involved in speculation, crime and disorderly behaviour in public spaces. Markets were a particular cause of concern. In August 1945, for example, a police report examining Leningraders not engaged in socially useful work noted that unemployed war invalids were regularly visiting the city's markets, in order to buy up goods and resell them at a profit. 67 On September 25, 1945, Leningradskaia pravda published a letter to the editor complaining about the neglected state of the Mal'tsevskii market, one of the city's central markets. Surrounded by heaps of dirt, coke, broken bricks, stones and stagnant puddles, the market, "created the impression (in fact this more than 'an impression') that the market has been abandoned to the mercy of its fate, and that neither representatives of the Dzerzhinskii district Soviet, nor the sanitary inspectorate, nor the market administration ever look in (on the market A number of other excluded individuals also made regular journeys to Leningrad to sell produce or milk. 74 The June 1948 legislation may have indirectly prevented veterans, war invalids and others making regular visits to Leningrad. Former Prisoners of War and individuals who had experienced German occupation were heavily represented amongst the "anti-social parasitical elements", indicating the continued suspicion and hostility towards these groups. 75 Disabled veterans, however, were not the campaign's primary targets.
Secret documents recently discovered in the archive of the Leningrad City Soviet provide evidence of organised operations against the destitute (nishchi) between March and June 1949.
Places where the disabled congregated, such as shops, markets, churches, public baths, and cinemas were put under observation, and the Leningrad city militia was given the responsibility of conducting regular raids "to systematically execute the removal of invalids from the streets". The minutes of a meeting convened on June 1, 1949, to discuss "the struggle with begging in the city of Leningrad" make reference to a further series of raids, which resulted in 406 people being detained in three days. Few were Leningraders. 78 Indeed in her report the head of the Leningrad Department of Social Security, T. M. Markelova, was at pains to stress that outsiders were responsible for the increase in vagrancy. Approximately a third of the residents of Leningrad's invalids' homes (doma invalidov) had not lived in the city before the war. Indeed, one of the solutions to the problem suggested by Markelova was to strictly limit the number of residence permits issued to invalids and the elderly. 81 Despite the language of "raids" and "systematic clearance" it would be incorrect to see these "operations" as purely coercive, and as confirmation of rumours of the disappearance of Leningrad's streets, albeit several years later than the collective memory suggested. After 1945 the militarization of official language, a process with its roots in the Russian Civil War, had become so routine that such rhetoric was just as easily applied to campaigns to ready buildings for winter, enable spring sowing or for inspections of hostels.
82
Operations to clear beggars from the streets, according to these documents, rarely resulted in the deportation of beggars or their placement in residential institutions. In fact the social security administration's involvement in operations was often to place beggars in the care of relatives or to provide additional material support. Leningrad's police frequently detained beggars, some repeatedly. There were 2,160 beggars who had been arrested more than five times, and over 100 people arrested more than thirty times. Following the Soviet Union's recapture of the Valaam archipelago during the Soviet-Finnish war, the islands and their buildings, many of which were heavily damaged by bombing, were used for a number of purposes. In August 1940, for example, the Soviet navy established a school for boatswains (botsmany) on the island. An experimental school for ship's boys (jungi), the lowest prerevolutionary rank of the Navy encompassing twelve to seventeen year olds, was later attached to this school. 93 After the war there appear to have been preliminary plans to turn former monastery buildings into a sanatorium for paper industry employees. On July 13, 1946, Vechernyi Leningrad reported that builders were working on preparing buildings for holiday makers, as well as the fantastical suggestion that a landing strip was being constructed to allow access to the island in bad weather and presumably when Lake Ladoga was frozen. 94 There is no indication that these ideas ever progressed beyond the planning stage. The reality of the institution, and the functions it fulfilled, were very different from the rumours, myths and subsequent interpretation of historians. Thanks to newly discovered archival materials, examined here for the first time, it is possible to begin to piece together the history of an institution, which has been distorted and manipulated by decades of rumour and myth-making.
Rather than being created to isolate and segregate disabled veterans rounded up from the streets of Leningrad, and other major Soviet cities, the Valaam 'colony' was the product of the consolidation of seven smaller institutions scattered across Karelia. In total 775 patients and 177 employees were transferred from these institutions. The majority of patients were not disabled ex-servicemen, but rather mentally ill, disabled or elderly civilians. In 1947 the institutions from which the Valaam dom invalidov would later be formed contained just seventy-five disabled veterans. 101 Furthermore, in September 1952 a recommendation was made that separate institutions were created on Valaam for the elderly, industrially injured, the blind, the congenitally disabled and war invalids, all offering specialized care. The proposed facilities for the war disabled were designed to accommodate just fifty veterans. 102 The institution was not located within the Monastery's main buildings, which had been heavily bombed in 1940 and required extensive reconstruction, but rather a building known as the "Big Hotel" (Bol'shaia gostinitsa) built in the mid-nineteenth century to accommodate visitors to the island and monastery, outside of the monastery's formal territory. This building had been converted into a commercial hotel in the 1920s and 1930s for Finnish tourists. It also housed the Navy's training schools for boatswains and ships' boys. 103 By 1950, however, this building also required reconstruction. Walls had to be repaired, plastered and painted; window frames had to be repaired and re-glazed. 104 The shortage of skilled construction workers meant that the majority of work was undertaken by disabled patients.
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Conditions for disabled and elderly patients/residents were every bit as bad as historians have speculated. Shortages of furniture, mattresses, blankets, pillows and sheets persisted until September 1952, and most probably beyond. Washing facilities, water-supply and heating systems were in disrepair, for want of parts and skilled specialists. cockroaches. An influenza epidemic prevented staff from washing patients for over two months.
The resident doctor was hampered by shortages of basic medical supplies and equipment, and was able to provide only the most basic treatment. Mealtimes were particularly chaotic, with fights regularly breaking out between patients. The lack of adaptive equipment made eating a degrading experience. The shortage of cups meant that disabled residents were forced to slurp tea from shallow bowls. The report also recommended that Svistunov, the institution's director, was dismissed. His earlier reports of improving conditions had been revealed to be fabrications. 107 Nor did conditions improve quickly. As late as September 1960, ten years after its establishment, the Karelian Council of Ministers was still demanding an improvement in leadership, medical provision and living conditions. A month earlier residents had been hit by a mass outbreak of food poisoning, attributed to the unsanitary condition of the kitchen block. 108 
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Supplying an island located in Europe's largest lake, cut off from the mainland by ice for five months of the year, was very difficult. Attempts to grow grain, vegetables and fruit, and to fish met with only limited success. The Valaam myth has served as a convenient short-hand for the exclusion of Great Patriotic war invalids and the additional barriers they faced to adjusting to post-war civilian life compared to able-bodied veterans, issues which have dominated western historiography. 116 For Soviet citizens it was plausible that the regime was capable of a mass campaign to remove "socially marginal" groups such as disabled veterans off the street almost overnight. Clearly, had it been deemed a sufficiently high priority the regime and its security apparatus was capable of such an operation. By 1945 the state had amassed a wealth of experience in deporting large numbers of people across great distances in short periods of time. As Norman Naimark writes Soviet officials had, "learned lessons about how to conduct military-like operations against their own people, using surprise and speed as their most valuable weapons to uproot masses of unsuspecting citizens." 117 When deemed necessary whole nationalities, feared as socially and politically unreliable elements in the event of war, could be forcibly cleared from frontier regions. In 1937 Koreans became the victims of the first 'total' forced removal of a national group within the Soviet Union. Within a few days approximately 500,000
Chechens and Inguish were rounded up in trucks and deported in sealed trains to Kazakhstan and Kirghizia. 120 Another of the post-war period's most enduring rumours and myths, which in many ways parallels the Valaam myth, was the "legend of day X", a supposed day when millions of Jews across the Soviet Union were to be rounded up and "voluntarily deported". While the Valaam myth was misleading, the notion that socially marginal elements could be abandoned on an isolated island was not entirely fantastical. Similar horrors had occurred in the past. In May 1933 nearly ten thousand "déclassé and socially harmful elements", deported mainly from Moscow and Leningrad, were dumped on Nazino, an island in the middle of the River Ob in Western Siberia. Nazino was approximately three kilometres long and between 500 and 600 metres 25 wide, and situated nearly 800 kilometres north of Tomsk. The island contained little or no shelter, and no source of food. The authorities failed to provide equipment and food supplies, apart from twenty tons of flour dumped on the opposite river bank. The situation quickly descended into chaos, as the starving deportees died, attempted to escape, or in extreme cases resorted to cannibalism. The island quickly gained the nick-name "Cannibal Island". 129 Thanks to a commission of inquiry the Nazino tragedy was remarkably well documented. Investigations revealed that within six weeks of the first 6,000 deportees being left on the island on May 18, 1,500 to 2,000 had died, and several hundred more had escaped. 130 The circumstances in which individuals were rounded up and deported, as well as the groups targeted, were also established. The majority of Nazino deportees appear to have been arrested, as part of a vast operation to "purify" Moscow and Leningrad between
April, 27 and 29, 1933 in preparation for the May 1 Holiday.
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Police patrols cleared large numbers of "socially harmful elements" from train stations, markets and hospices. 
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Disabled veterans' consciousness of their superfluity in a post-war world for which they had sacrificed their health and bodies was particularly poignant. There were also allegations that the direction of some of these homes has been dismissed and prosecuted for embezzling funds intended for residents. 143 The attitude of staff towards people in their care was shocking. War invalids were treated with suspicion and as little better than thieves, rather than as heroes who had spilt their blood defending the nation. Soboleva and other delegates repeatedly reminded directors of their responsibility towards "living people" in their care. 
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The hospital was located at Fontanka №.36, a grand neo-classical building in the heart of the city a few hundred metres from the Anchikov most' and Nevskii Prospect. 147 Rather than providing space for first-rate medical care the building was in a state of disrepair. In mid October 1946, six weeks after the building had been transferred to the hospital, its new director Nikolai
Shatalov submitted an angry report to Professor Mashanskii, head of Leningrad's health department.
Shatalov described the building's condition as "catastrophic". The roof was so badly damaged that rainwater was leaking through to the ground floor. Only half of the windows were glazed. Shortages of plywood meant that unglazed windows weren't boarded up. The building's heating and plumbing systems had not been repaired. The lack of running water was a serious problem for a building intended to have surgical wards and where hygiene should have been a priority. Yet the impulse may not always have been altruistic. There is evidence that some women deliberately married disabled veterans to claim the hand-outs they were officially entitled to. 156 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, disabled veterans "disappeared" from the social margins, not because of the organised actions of the state, but because they disappeared from the popular consciousness, as ordinary people stopped noticing them.
One of the most appealing aspects of the Valaam myth was that it offered a reassuring explanation for the disappearance of the war disabled. The marginalization of war invalids was the result of the actions of the totalitarian state. This narrative elided the messy complexities of the treatment of the war disabled in post-war Leningrad and the Soviet Union. The myth that a repressive and uncaring state cleared the streets of disabled ex-servicemen distanced ordinary
Leningraders from responsibility for the war disabled's post-war plight. Post-war Leningrad was a tough and unrelenting place, where compassion was all too often at a premium. The weak and vulnerable were all too often pushed aside, sometimes literally, by a society struggling to recreate even the most basic semblance of normality. Post-war propaganda frequently encouraged Soviet citizens to put the war behind them, and concentrate upon the future. Believing that the war's wounds had been healed, at least in the short term, required a determination to close ones eyes to the unpleasant legacies of war; bombsites, shortages and mass graves. In this context, disabled veterans were often an uncomfortable reminder of aspects of the war that Leningraders were desperately trying to forget. Rather than being cleared from the streets because they provoked difficult memories, Soviet citizens may simply have stopped noticing or paying attention to the war disabled.
When I began researching rumours and myths about Valaam I had hoped to uncover evidence that would confirm the stories that oral history respondents told about a campaign against disabled veterans. My intention was never to debunk myths and memories which capture the plight of disabled veterans marginalized by a callous state. There is no evidence, although it possible that the opening of closed archives might prompt a further re-evaluation, of a targeted campaign against disabled veterans, or that Valaam was the central dumping ground for victims of such a campaign.
Even though these stories turn out to be a "false rumour" they provide a lens through which to 
